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I THE RUNIC HOAX

Scientists Were Taken in By One
y of Johnsons SecretariesE-

VEN1l1HENEWSPAPERSDECEIVED

f

The History of the Most Famous Historic
Fraud ofthe Century Published for

tho First Time
r

WASHINGTON March 30 ISS2SpecIal
correspondence of Tnt SUNDAY HEIULD
Tho author of one of the most remarkable
hoaxes ever perpetrated upon tho Ameri-
can

¬

public was in Washington last week
I This was tho Hon Frank Cowan of Greens

burg Pennsylvania the son of Edward-
S Cowan who in 1801 was one of our most
i distinguished United States Senators and
It who in ISO was appointed by President

Johnson as minister to Austria Frank
Cowan was his fathers secretary during
part of the war and In 1SCG ho became one
of tho private secretaries of President
Johnson In lSS be mado a tour of tho
globeduring which he entered the western
part of Korea and four years later ho
made a second tour of the world Ho is a
man of Jlno culture a poet a lawyer and a
member of a number of tho best known
scientific societies of the world It was
while ho was in tho White House that ho

l conceived and executed this remarkable-
hoaxla which set tho scientists of this coun ¬

try and Europe to Investigating the Ice ¬

landic discovery of America which caused
i the Washington newspapers to run out ex ¬

tras discussing it and was of so scientific
I a nature that It has even crept into history
k and today has a part in some of the stories-

ofI the discovery of thIs continent Just
now when the Worlds fair is attracting so-

t much attention to Columbus the story of
ts this attempt to wrest from him his laurels
It will bo especially interesting It was on
i Mr Cowans part a piece of boyish fun
t and It Is from him and from the newspaper

reports and the scientific documents of tho
day that I take this story

THE INSCRIPTION AT GREAT FALLS

The Great falls of tho Potomac are about
fifteen miles above Washington The re ¬

gion about them is wildly romantic and
there are many great rocks which jiso OUt
of the river and which are covered with
the mosses of ages It was one of theso
rocks that in 1867 it was claimed that a
Professor Rafllnnson an explorer of Co-
penhagen

¬

I had discovered a wonderful
Runic inscription which conclusively
proved that tho Icelanders had been hero
more than four hundred years before Co-
lumbus

¬

t discovered America and had on
this rock recorded the death of one of the
famous women of their tribe This
womans name was Susan and the inscrip ¬

tion stated that she came from the east
part of Iceland and that she was buried
there in 1051 The first publication con-
cerning

¬

i the discovery was made by the
Washington Constitutional Inion a copy of
which of Monday July S IbO lies before-
me This contains a long article with tile
following headlines above it

Extraordinary Discovery Below the
Great Falls of the Potomac Icelandic
Woman buried in 1051 with Trinkets Ro-
man

¬

Coins etc Exhumed A Remarkable
Runic Inscription America discovered by
tho Irish

The article consists of a letter from Pro-
fessor

¬

Raffle nson in which bo states that
be first got tho idea that this inscription
existed from the Skalholt Saga which was
exhumed in Iceland in 1SG3 and which told
the story of a wonderful trip which Ice-
landers

¬

had taken in the latter part of the
12th century to a mighty unknown coun-
try

¬

This Sags tho professor sald was
found under an ancient Icelandic church
and it described many things connect
with America and among other things
spoko of tao White Shirt falls which be
now believed were the Great Falls of tbe
Potomac The professors letter stated
that he had come from Norway to study
the discovery of America in tbe light of this
sagaand that he had been rewarded by find ¬

ing this White Shirt Runic inscription on
the northeast side of a largo rock known at
Arrowhead rock thirteen miles above
Washington and two miles below the Great

stated that the rock was cov-
ered

¬

with mosses but that in climbing it ho
hud scraped these away and had discov-
ered

¬

T Icelandic characters cut to tho depth
I of an eighth of an inch in the rock and

each of these characters were three inches
high Ho had dug under the rock and had
found thero some human bones and a great
quantity of old Roman coins Ho stated
that he intended to give these coins and the
teeth of the Icelandic woman with a cast
of her remarkable epitaph to the Smithson-
ian

¬

Institution and he forwarded a photo-
graph

¬

which ho had taken of tho inscrip ¬

tion to the editor His article is long and
full of scientific terms and it reads as
though it was published in coed faith and
among other things it transposes the Runic
letters into Roman characters as follows

Sign K hir hvilir syasy sign T fag h
hardr sign X austfir thingr ik ia
kildi sy st r th or g sam feth ra word-
or sign obliterated half thru ugr sign X
gleda gud sign X s nl h enar sign X
inh unknown sign

TIIE SCIENTISTS AND THE NEWSPAPERS
This publication created so great a sen-

sation
¬

that tho Lvcnlng Union ran out ex ¬
tras containing tho news and these stated
that photographs of the inscription would
bo shown at the book stores of Washing ¬
ton A long article was published about
tbe fictitious noted exporer which stated
that ho was born in Munich of Danish
parents that be bad graduated at the uni-
versity

¬

of Copenhagen and they described
the wonderful discoveries which ho had
made in tho past It stated tbat the Czar
of Russia had given him a medal and it de-
scribed his personal appearance ana told
all rbout him For a number of days re-
ports

¬
of this kind were kept up in the news-

papers and the press throughout the coun-
try

¬

took up the matter and the New York
Evening Post published a long critical ac ¬
count of the discoveries ofAmerica in which
in sober earnest it gave number of voy-
ages

¬

of the Irish and the Icelanders to
America and showed that Iceland was dis-
covered

¬

and occupied by Irish monks as
far back as A D 795 It showed the ta-

ada number of Danes and Norwegians
been In America before A D 1000 and
stated that in tho year 1002 Thorvald had
gone from Greenland to America and had
discovered it It described the discoveries
about Marthas Vineyard by this man in
1007 and spoke of the time the old mill was
supposed to have been built at Newport
It gave authorities for all these discoveries-
the chronological record of which took up
several columns and closed by saying t
that writer who was thoroughly posted bon

tho old RunIc letters believes that thePotomac inscription is genuine and statesthat If it is a forgery it shows the most
consumate ingenuity on tho part oiti its un ¬
known author

Ihe scientists at Washington were ofcourse greatly Interested in it and Pro ¬

fessor Joseph Henry then secretary of theSmithsonian Institution and considered asthe head and front of the scientific men ofthe times was strangely fascinated withtbe story Tho day after it appeared hedirected tho editor of tho Evening Express
in Washington to call on Doctor Roehrig
the distinguished linguist who was formany years professor of languages at Cor ¬
nell university and get a report from himon the subject This the editor did andthe learned linguist gave a critical disser¬

tation to tho Smithsonian Institution con-cerning
¬

it and this is recorded in the arch ¬
ivos of tho institution In this paper heannounced the so called Navok 1 e Cowan
spelled backwards Runes to be genuine
Scandinavian Runes and said that thelanguage of tbe inscription was tho Ice ¬

landic of the llth century and that thotranslation of the same into the English byProfessor Raffinnson was correctly madeMr Cowan tells me that professor Henry
after this was firm in the faith of the gen ¬

uineness of the inscription snd that he do
fended it until bo learned that the Scandi ¬
navian discover was none other than one
of the boys h Washington and in a laterrccort he devoted a page to the unpardon

J

o
I

able sin of perpetrating such a scientific
hoax

Another queer thing about the hoax was
that boats ran excursions to Great Falls in
order that the people might see the inscrip ¬

tion and the advertisment of one of theso
lies before me It states that a large and
commodious packetboat has been charteredto go up oa Wednesday and that it will
take visitors to see the great Runic discov ¬
ery at tbe Great Falls which is now thomost interesting locality in America

EVEN THE ENGLISH WERE TAKEN IN
Of course visitors to the Great Falls

could find no such inscription but their re¬
port of It went abroad and in spite of re¬

peated exposures the story was published
again and again as true until it got into
the books of sdch sc entists as De Quatre1
fages professor of anthropology oftno Mu-
seum

¬

of Natural History in Paris and into
the Human Species published in 1879 by
D Appleton Co Now York and It is
spoken of in some of tha books today

The exposures of the hoax were interest ¬

ing and tho New Orleans Times devoted a
number of columns to the Norse discover ¬

ies Its letter was written by a Dane and
and it stated that he had just received a
loiter from the university of Copenhagen
which stated that no Professor RaffinnBon
had over been connected with that univer-
sity

¬

and that the socalled Icelandic in ¬

scription wan probably a fraud This man
also wrote to Joseph Hoary who answeredunmitthe accompani-
ment

¬

I of wit concocted by a young lawyer-
of Washington and that It was done for
the purpose of assisting the sale of a news-
paper

¬

j published in Washington
now THE HOAX WAS INVENTED

I asked Mr Cowan how ho happened to
think of the scheme and he replied that it
wa through the study of Danish books
and he told mo how ho went to the library
and studied for days in order to acquire
famIlIarity with Danish and Icelandic his-
tory and with the old Icelandic language-
and characters of the 12th century He
studied up the old Sagas and the result was
such a mixture of truth and falsehood that-
t was hard to tell where history endednnd

the hoax began Said he 1 had to be
very careful about it for you seo that I was
employed at the White House and I did
not like to get President Johnson mixed up
in it It was for this reason that stopped d
a southern member of Congress when he
wanted to offer n resolution to the House
tendering to Professor Rnfflnnson the
thanks of tho Congress of the United
Stales for his glorious discovery This
congressman had his resolution written
out and it is the regret of my life that I
did not let him propose it It was all j
could do to keep him from offering it and I
had to produce witnesses before I could
convince him that there was no such place-
as Arrowhead Rock and that the whole
thing was a fraud

IT DECEIVED HIS OWN FATHER

In this connection Dr Cowan con-
tinued

¬

I may say that on several occa¬
sions I was sorely troubled over the seri-
ous consequences of my facetiousness
Among my victims was my father who a
few months before had retired from the
United States Senate He was so deluded
and so enthusiastic in bis delusion the t
while I was mortified to hear of his
speeches in public in explanation of the
mysteries involved in the wonderful story
I was afraid to reveal myself to him as the
author of the hoax and be over altern an-
a cause of humiliation to Him whenever the
mutter should recur to his mind Had he
been in the Senate at the time I am sure ho
would not have hesitated a moment to offs
u similar resolution to that which I pre-
vented coming before the House At lallt
I could stand it no longer and I wont tc
his home in Pennsylvania and told him
too whole story but backwards like a
witches prayer that he might not know
the perpetrator of the joke until the las
words had been spoken As I feared tbe
blow was painfully severe to him and it
was several years after tbat that the men-
tion

¬

of anything Scandinavian caused the
ghost of Susan to rise between father and
son a chill to both

THE PEMINISCENCE OF BRADDOCK

There was one curious thing about this
inscription continued Dr Cowan which
aided in making it a little more real and in
mystifying the scientists This was tho

W Langley with the date 1755 under iit
A great many of them argued that this
man must have belonged to th3 Braddock
expedition and that he had cut his name
here as he went with General Braddock
Rdftinnson in his letter stated that this in-
scription

¬
was made by some sharp metallic

implement but that even the oldert resi
residents of Georgetown could not tell him

I
anything concerning it We got letters
from people who pretended to be descend-
ants

¬

of Langley and ono of the queerest
things to me was a letter which was re-
ceived

¬

from a lawyer in Rockville Mont-
gomery

¬

county Maryland who wrote Pro-
fessor

¬

Ratllnnson dcmandipg in behalf of
his clients the owners of the land in and
around tbo Arrowhead Rook which you
know bad no existence outside of my re-
port

¬

a settlement for the trespass commit-
ted

¬

in removing the bones of this Icelandic
woman Susan her trinkets and coins etc
I have this mans letter in my scrapbook-
and consideration of the kindness with
which he speaks of the learned Copenha-
gen

¬

secant and the delicacy with which ho
broaches the subject of damages involved
in the great discovery I withhold his name
About the time that the discovery was
made a Mr Barnes s member of the
Maryland constitutional convention which

I

was held at Annapolis in 1657 argued in
favor of the appointment of a historio-
grapher

¬

for the state and said that ftuch
wonderful discoveries as those at tbo
Great Falls of the Potomac sbonld be peri-

l
¬

j potuated for tho glory of Maryland
THE LAST OF PROFESSOR RAFflNNSON
But did not the people want to see Pro ¬

fessor Rafflnnsoni I asked
Of course they did replied Dr Cowan j

but I stated that ho was ill in the letter
which 1 wrote for him and that he had re1
tired to tho mountains of Virginia for his
health It was great fun to watch tho

l
scientists lighting over the inscriptions
and it was a long time before some of them
forgave me Among others who thought 1
was very wicked was Dr Toner the
famous scientist and book collector of
Washington and it was a long time before

I Professor Joseph Henry know that I had
anything to do with it 1 know ho forgave

I me however for the docepiion for he
called me one day to his institution and

I asked mo to make out the papers conveying
some land to his sister This land said
be is in the state of New York and my
title from the Dutch down is entangled in
the mass of musty papers which lie here
before you and the title is in such a condi
non that I believe that icon bo only disc n

I tangled by tho man who made tbo Runic
inscription I want you to take the papers
and make me an abstract and prepare a
deed and when you send in the same withyour bill for services rendered it will bopaid I took the papers and in about a
fortnight I had tho abstract and deed and
put in my bill lor fifteen dollars which tho
learned scientist paid and which was the
first fee I ever received as an attorney
llaw I consider the temporary deception
which I practiced upon Joseph Henry for a
few days in makint him believe that theromight bo something in the story as the
greatest evidence of my skill in getting it
up for bo was one of tile greateatscientists
the United States has ever had and I dont
suppose ho was over taken in before
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